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The Bells of Duxbury:
An Un-Tolled Story

By R. ELLIOTT ANDERSON

Standing on the balcony }
of the Mirador Hotel on a §
Sunday morning on a hillside ;
above Vevy, Switzerland, }
ringing church bells in .the E
i town below, nestled on the ]

shore of Lake Geneva, rise up
to greet you. But it isn’t nec
.essary to be in Vevy to hear
, church bells and bell towers ;
and town hall copulas ring- i , i

.ing. Just try any town in Eu-
rope and no matter how so- | .
"phisticated the shops, the NREENER .
slick cars and the ubiquitous  Holy Family Steeple
cell phones; the bells from centuries past still toll to be
heard on every narrow village street and elegant boule-
vard, everyday. That's part of the aura of Europe. But
the everyday sound of multiple bells ringing simulta-
neously across village and town never was transposed to
“the new world, Wonder why?
"~ The Village area of Duxbury has a number of bells,
“but they do not toll simultaneously pervading the town
center, not even at Christmas time. Meaning: the Euro-
.pean sensation of a chorus of bells is not part of the scene
here. Nonetheless, there are some colorful bells in the
Village churches. And they ring everyday, believe it or
not, even if not together. They are an un-tolled story, so
to speak, so stick with me on this.
..:One of the more intriguing bell stories surround the
church built in 1823, now occupied by the congregation
of St. John The Evangelist on Washington St. The church
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was erected on aslice of farm land donated by Seth Sprague
and was originally a Methodist Church. The story goes that

- Seth.was an honored member of the church for 20 years,

but became so upset with the Methodist Episcopal support
of.‘slavery that he withdrew from the congregation. Then
nailed his pew door shut, locked the church door, and put
up land and money to build a new church, more to his lik-
ing, on another piece of his farm, right next door. This was
in 1842, about 20 years before the Civil War and Seth was
over 80 years old. A true abolitionist, and by the way, a
fa;her of 11 daughters and four sons, all by the same wife.
His chagrin resulted in today's Pilgrim Church building,
largely financed by him in 1844,

Seth’s former church dwindled and eventually was left

empty for more than 30 years, until 1873 when British trans-
atlantic cable workers housed in Duxbury began to hold
Episcopal services in the long abandoned church. Ironi-
cally, one of Seth’s granddaughters, a devout Episcopa-
lian, bought the church building for $25.
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But the plot thickens. St. John The Evangelist, a white
New England church tucked away along Washington St.,

“with a lovely facade, a picturesque steeple atop an appeal-

ing belfry has no bell in the belfry. That’s right. Sans bell.
And church history is silent on the matter of bells, Never
has been one, according to Becky Nightingale, the church
administrator. “We listen to the bells at the Pilgrim Church,”
she says. Did Seth take the bell with him? Not likely. Defi-
nitely an un-tolled story here.

The Pilgrim Church has a bell, a carillon and a clock.
The original bell wasreplaced in 1896, making the present
one 102 years old. “Ithangs in a cradle, the cradle has been
boxed-in to keep it steady and hélp support it,” says Pat
Wiedner, Pilgrim Church’s administrative assistant. There-
fore, the bell ‘does not swing in order to toll; a hammer
driven by an electric motor strikes the outside of the old
bell to produce a ringing sound. A rope is still attached to
the bell, but it is unused.

Did you know Duxbury has an official Town Clock?
Well, it has. And that clock is in the town of the Pilgrim
Church, and the Church bell strikes the hour 24 hours a
day. The Clock was given to the town by the Ellison fam-
ily in 1905. For the first 50 years it was wound by hand, a
duty carried out by the town “Keeper of the Clock,” a po-
sition that remains to this day. The Pilgrim Church sexton,
Anthony Nightingale, is the currerit “Keeper of the Clock”
and maintains the huge town timepiece to keep us all on
schedule. Speaking of town duties with an historic twist,
there is still a “Fence Viewer,” a Wharfinger,” and a
“Weigher of Coal, Hay and Grain.” (No kidding.)

“Church neighbors are quick to tell us when the clock’s
not striking on time,” says Pat Wiedner, “even though it

strikes 24 hours a day we've never had a complaint, but we
get comments when it’s not set right. Power outages are
the biggest problem.”

To get to the heart of the matter, inside the Pilgrim
Church, an unusual (and heavy) gray ladder lays nextto a
wall on the balcony. The ladder is needed to enter a hatch
in the church ceiling. Once above the ceiling, the age of
the structure is obvious, mixing with pink insulation. The
Town Clock mechanism sits on a raised wooden platform
among the rafters, another step ladder length up from the
hatch opening. A long pendulum, like a huge grandfather’s
clock, hangs down from the mechanism tick-tocking away,
actuating iron cogwheels. Still another wodden ladder, like
a painter had left it behind, extends up from the suspended
platform to the bell tower itself. (Take a look sometime.)

But the old bell is not the only source of community
sound. A carillon was installed in the church in 1976, dedi-
cated to the Rev. Stephen War Turrell, the church’s pastor
for 20 years. For the uninitiated, a carillon is a set of bells
capable of ringing out melodies, such as hymns. The Pil-
grim carillon is electronic and consists of bells recorded
on audio tape, amplified through a set of loudspeakers that
are visible from outside up in the belfry. About 50 hymns
of a minute or so each are available on tape. If you want to
get a little sense of European charm, the carillon bells are
played five minutes after noon-time and five minutes after
5 pm. It is also activated on special occasions, such as the
Fourth of July when a tape of patriotic hymns ring-out for
about 15 minutes. .

The bell in the First Parish Church was caste in 1819 by
an apprentice of Paul Revere. And guess what? It can be
pulled with a rope. All 1600 pounds swings on a wooden
wheel six feet in diameter, striking a clapper 36 inches long
with a 5§ 1/4-inch ball at the end. Standing next to it when it
rings is a riveting experiencing. :

From time to time bell pulling parties of youthful pa-
rishioners are sent aloft to announce the 10:30 am



"

Sunday.scrvice; by yanking the rope which extends dwn

into the atic-of the chirch. Once it geis rolling, the hell
Tope.is perfectly. capable.of lifting o youthtul puller. iff
the on the up swing. Occasionally, ‘the el
piroueltes over the top in a 360, which confuses the el
fope considerably and-ends the party. A favonte .I'Il\#\l!!s
ring the bell by hand is New Year's Eive. How™s tha ;I-n'
ringing in the new?

. Ldke Pilgrim Church, the First Parish hell sings the
tme, but it is a different son of time -- - ship®s tinic. An
electronically activated hamimcs strikes the outside of the
bell every half hour sounding nauttcal tells, renunding
all of Duxbury's ship building and scafusing heritige
But the ship's bells do not chite afier midnigh,

In the carly 1980s the First Parish hell was resond.
Says Joc Shea, who supervisell the restoration, “The |
clapper was taken 1o Sturbridge Village. where the
blacksmith heated it up cherry red and beat it hach intn
shape. The contact paint on the ball has 10 be very small
or the bell luses tane.™ The Natiopa) Park Service helpod
by siripping the bell clean and applying black shoe
polish to buff and prescrve it The bell nuy nng
nautically, but it is rough as a cub, not a shiny bess
ship’s bell. :

When the bell was ‘replaced in - the tower afir |
refurbishing. a stainless steel allay cresied espevially for
restoration of the Statue of Liberty was acquinad 1o |
secure the bell in place. So there is a little bit of Libeny !
in the bell.

When the Old Comer ‘Stone Baptist Church on
Mussachuselts Ave: in North Cambridge- bumed down,
the church’s bell, caste in "IXSS, - understandably,
survived. It ended up in the Cambridge Public Works
Yard, where it remained for a tong time. What 1o do with
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it? Finally, a call was placed 10 the  Cathole
Archdiocese, to find if there was any interest s 1w bell
There was. In Duxbury. The Holy Family Churelr wins
under construction and could sake gocd use ol the el
So. according 1o Rev, Mansipgner Willua B - CGleon, it
bell was fiest shipped to Cincinnan, Oo whete 0 was
cleantd up (black due polish?) and clevtified w1
could be struck automatwally with o oumer. Twnee to
Duxbury. But before it was finilly teasted 1o gl
church’s tower, the rejuvenated hell was plaved en o tha
and gpprogriately displayed in the Fousth of JTuly ek
in 1987,

Now same details The Holy Fatmly Choted 150
docs nul strike the hour, but anpes 1o close fv o naate,
ten miinutes befare each Masy: Natuiclisy it 1000 isml 6
pm, and on Sunday at B0, 10 zuxt T8 € am D sl
sounds one pong at 8:15 00 daily

There is more, 1o metary of the Antmnciatnn, e
Angelus bell is tolled about o osnuie ot woon od agan
at 6 pm. Although the Angelus propes is ol tine
tiines a day, out of counesy 10 s aeaghilnaes, e Clnch
does nut ring the murning Anpelus a1 6 am Like othes
Village churches, the bell alw tolls  fen apoced
occasions,

To clanpge the subject a latle  lateréstingly, dw
steeple-an the Pilprun Church, which fioks like 1t fun
heen there from day eac, was waly wkkal sn 1962 Well,
the Holy Family steeple was subtricted in Luncay 1990,
when high wirds fetched it olf the church beliey And
what a-nervous January aipht it was fur Holy family
-Church. fearing thit ‘the church bell, wemhliag in its

‘mooring (i1 could be felt in the -church) would b
Joose .crashing its. massive werpht through e nof,
(casily through:the church floar, at down o stas Pacish
Center on the lower fevel. Fortunately, it didn®1 And il

owejght of the bell probably Aep the whureh wmer
= flsce.-a ballase agatinst the fegecius wind.

“When askeéd dlwut. the supionind sound of e cuch
bells of Europe.” Holy Fanily's Fathdt Joo Mover
commenied: “They wdd to'the commnnity dinension, and
the ringing helps draw tle conunity agether ™

That’s.it, That's the sensation an (e hillsgle ilwis e

" Vevy. The bells express a sense af conununity, iy
csoumls . are an announcenent. awhetlwer it he Calisiel

bringing the pood aews: the spirit of e sea: e Juan
front:the tmn chock Bebh bk Lunopesn wwaspenple
“together s they: ning sunilied messape: thided crnpad

Ntreels utd acrns tawn Mjtsies 1
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As e belier shelier o o tiakdmg:, bedoenn onty
tentahity encraches an ot seabaing villape, e
e sull Qs slhup’s Lell peabing dorh tann e § s
Panish Charc, meehn e sounstds af Vallage bells 1l
ot remelen, et s ot Clatnoe pmst. hus shest ol
wrthia hearesge e i s thang topethier amd o sena ol
Connesnmty s sl alive cunl well gy sade Phnbany
Moy Laen of thete is i bangres o gratlieting of ol a0 tlee
Mectany Boase
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